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READING(S) BENEATH THE SURFACE: 
USING PICTURE BOOKS TO FOSTER A CRITICAL AESTHETICS 
 
Chasing Alice down the rabbit hole 
 
Imagine this: I’m sitting at my computer and I’ve just typed the above words. I sit back, read 
the words, and feel the momentary contentment that usually accompanies that first attempt to 
get started. Suddenly I have a feeling that I’m not alone. Charles Lutwidge Dodgson (aka 
Lewis Carroll), dead for over one hundred years, is looking over my right shoulder. He reads 
my opening heading and sighs, ‘Not another reference to poor Alice. Why don’t they just let 
the old girl rest in peace’. I try to resist the temptation to recall Alice and her famous words – 
‘what is the use of a book without pictures and conversations’ – but I can’t. 
 
Rabbits and other creatures that live beneath the surface will emerge later in the discussion 
when I’ll look closely at three recent texts (Oliver, 1999; Marsden & Tan, 1998; Toft & 
Sheather, 1998) . Through various literary and illustrative devices, these texts demonstrate 
the complex interplay between two symbolic mediums. By my reading of the content and 
form of these books, I want to draw attention to the need to engage students in a critical 
discourse which attends not only to the aesthetic and literary properties of these texts, but also 
considers their social and political implications. As a way of framing my discussion of the 
three picture books, I shall consider the uneasy relations which exist between the affective 
and the cognitive. By considering this ‘hearts-and-minds’ dilemma, I wish to emphasise that 
in our quest to develop critical readers we do not lose sight of the pleasure that can be gained 
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from these books. Rather than see pleasure as something that is taken for granted in a 
discussion of picture books, I want to foreground it by looking at the aesthetic properties of 
the genre and argue that aesthetics and critical literacy can comfortably cohabit the student 
body. With a climate which is increasingly scrutinising the teaching profession from all 
angles, we need to resist the temptation to return to a skills-driven curriculum in an 
increasingly user-pays educational world. If we fail to do so, we run the risk of confirming 
Foucault’s observation about teachers: 
 
It’s quite an achievement the way teachers manage to make learning unpleasant, 
depressingly grey, unerotic! We need to understand how that serves the needs of 
society (Foucault [1974] quoted in McWilliam, 1997, p.1). 
 
Picture book as aesthetic object/experience 
 
The pleasures that can be gained from reading picture books invariably stem from their 
aesthetic properties. In particular, it is the visual component which first arrests the reader’s 
attention and becomes the focus of critical review.  Lewis (1996, p. 8) attributes this 
emphasis on the illustrations rather than the words as a direct result of an ‘over-riding 
concern with the aesthetically fine’. Aesthetics, as a theory of art, seems to court considerable 
debates about the nature of beauty, whether it is an objective product or a subjective response 
on the part of the viewer. Picture books are an object of beauty and at the same time provide 
readers with an aesthetic, multi-sensory experience: eyes scan each illustration drawn to the  
elements of colour, shape, line; hands touch the surface feeling the texture of the pages, 
moving parts that lift up, slide and rotate.  
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However, to conceive of picture books in sensory terms only, fails to take into account the 
ways they, like other forms of literature, provide a surface on which a diverse range of 
events, commentaries, and experiences are made available to readers. In this sense, picture 
books offer readers the opportunity to understand themselves and their world. Students will 
not become ‘readers’ and more rounded individuals with a heightened sense of social 
responsibility and awareness simply because well-intentioned teachers ‘immerse’ them in 
picture books. However, picture books have the potential to stimulate inquiry into their 
content and form which may result in the reader making a series of intellectual, emotional, 
and perceptual shifts. Picture books embody a range of ‘virtual’ aesthetic forms in that artistic 
representation gives a sense of the real. Such virtualities can recast experience in a different 
light, thus providing means for discussion, reflection and action. Consequently, picture books 
not only exemplify the classical doctrine that literature for children is both a source of delight 
and a vehicle of (moral) instruction, but they also create spaces for imagination and reason, 
thought and emotion, morality and sensuousness. It is by invoking these aesthetic polarities 
within us that we are afforded opportunities to see ourselves as subjects of aesthetic 
experience, and not disinterested objective viewers/readers. 
 
The question which needs to be asked is: In the current educational climate of critical 
literacies, is there a place for aesthetics? If so, then how can students be assisted in reaping 
the benefits of the two approaches by becoming critically aesthetic readers/subjects? In 
looking to answer these questions, the following discussion considers some of the theoretical 
and pragmatic issues which inform a critical aesthetics. 
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Towards a critical aesthetics  
 
Historically, aesthetic theory was once preoccupied with questions of worth – what 
constitutes good art, good literature? In its attention to ‘high art’ the aesthetic experience was 
one which was rarefied, separated from everyday social life, and available to a privileged 
few. Furthermore, access to the discourse of art/literature was further limited by one’s 
knowledge and experience. 
 
Approaches to English teaching, and, in particular, literature study, have followed a similar 
path. The student has been pathologised as always being in need or lacking in some way 
(McWilliam, 1997). Awareness in the student of his/her own lack of knowledge becomes 
patently clear when questions of form and content are unable to be answered. Twenty years 
ago, with the advent of reader response theories, teachers were encouraged to elicit students 
‘personal’ responses to a text. This pedagogical approach created a healthy market for writers 
of teacher-texts with the result that the ‘personal’ response became somewhat ‘standardised’ 
as the array of strategies for eliciting response took on a familiar ring. Whilst response 
theories broke the stranglehold of literary criticism held by the modernists with their 
preoccupation with form and structure, there is nevertheless a similarity in the two 
approaches in that the text remains the object of attention and the range of responses becomes 
limited by the practicalities of acceptable classroom protocols. Whilst reader response 
approaches are still in vogue, the influences of critical literary/literacy theories influenced by 
poststructuralism, are becoming more apparent in the textual practices in which students 
engage in the classroom. Teachers encourage students to deconstruct texts, resist their 
inherent ideologies, fill in the gaps, and give voice to their silences. Postmodernism’s refusal, 
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among many things, to separate aesthetic judgement from its social context has helped 
redirect the teaching of English and the reading of literature. Whereas English teaching was 
once enamoured of the classical notion of developing a cultivated, sensitive individual, 
current practices are more likely to be concerned with developing critical readers who are 
alert to the social injustices and inequities in the world.  
 
The nature of the aesthetic reader/subject 
 
Critical theorists have taught us that texts are never innocent, even seemingly ‘innocent’ 
picture books for young children have an implicit and sometimes explicit ideology (see 
Stephens, 1992). In this sense, picture books communicate a view of the world, albeit a 
constructed view, which at once discloses and obscures political and social viewpoints. The 
extent to which readers are able to discern or critique these viewpoints will depend largely on 
their personal histories, and ‘experiential and symbolic reference points’(Beyer, 1996, p. 
265). Access to the aesthetic properties of a text, including its embedded symbolism and 
allusions, depends on readers and texts sharing a degree of familiarity about the ways words 
and visuals function as culturally coded systems. In the case of children, their experiential 
and symbolic reference points may be limited, yet their natural inquisitiveness and capacity 
for imagination and invention mean that they are open to the challenges of the 
unconventional and unfamiliar. 
 
Schools are sites whereby students become aware of their own aesthetic limitations and 
capabilities. When students either respond to or write literature their efforts are judged in 
ways which call attention to their aesthetic in/adequacies. Furthermore, students’ aesthetic 
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selves are shaped not only by their participation in a culture which bombards their senses 
daily with a plethora of visual and aural stimuli, but by curricula and pedagogical approaches 
which embody particular Western ways of seeing. The confusion this causes in the non-
Western student is understandable. Rizvi (1994, p. 55) supports this view by noting that 
‘much of what goes on in schools is based on a set of cultural assumptions that are 
antagonistic to diversity’. It seems then that it is impossible to speak of the individual without 
considering the social. Whilst art and literature are experienced at a personal level, they are 
also produced and consumed in a social context. 
 
The social implications of a critical aesthetics 
 
As the earlier discussion indicated, aesthetic experience is both affective and cognitive, that 
is, it has as much to do with experiencing through the senses as it does with mentally 
engaging in that experience or sensation. In the case of picture books, their content and form 
have the ability to affect readers emotionally and to impact on their perceptions of the subject 
it addresses. Even the most basic or unsophisticated picture book has this potential for certain 
readers. However, the aesthetic experience, whilst always individualistic, can also be 
developed so that the reader is able to examine and reconsider the experience so that she/he 
comes to an awareness and critical understanding of its social implications. Such awareness 
and understanding are necessary if a critical aesthetic with its possibilities of social action and 
new knowledge and understanding is to be realised. I am not advocating a ‘call to arms’ by 
young children, such radicalism lies outside both the genre and its readers. Nor I am seeing 
all picture books as having a social message or didactic intent. I am proposing the idea that 
picture books, through their ‘virtual’ representations of social life, environment, history and 
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personal triumphs and tragedies, offer readers the opportunity to reconsider what is taken-for-
granted, unseen or unspoken and to gain ‘a sense of possibilities that are unrealised and that 
might be realised’ (Dewey, in Young, 1995, p.7). These elements of social justice and critical 
self-reflection sit comfortably within the parameters of critical literacy theories. 
 
In developing a critical aesthetics, many of the same strategies teachers use for developing 
students’ critical literacies will be useful, e.g. using open-ended questioning, encouraging 
diverse viewpoints, problematising issues and assumptions, and envisioning alternatives. Art, 
like literature, has its own set of conventions and devices which provides the experiential and 
symbolic reference points mentioned previously. Students need to develop an understanding 
of both literary and artistic elements in order to be able to participate in discussions which 
arise from these texts, and as a means for developing their own aesthetic subjectivities. In the 
case of picture books, attention, therefore, needs to be given to both visuals and print text. 
The teacher’s role in providing students with a language for talking about literature and art 
continues to be important. Ultimately, it is the fusion, rather than the separation of, 
knowledge and feeling, intellect and senses, that is needed in order to develop the critically 
aesthetic reader/subject who is able to act upon the outer world of experience by drawing 
upon the inner world of the body.  
 
In the discussion that follows, I want to put into practice the critical aesthetics for which I 
have been arguing. The three texts can be termed ‘picture books’ even though two of them do 
not fall into the category of fiction. I chose these three texts for the following reasons. First, 
they are recent examples of innovative picture book texts which offer readers multiple 
narratives and viewpoints. The second reason relates to the aesthetic quality of the 
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illustrations. All three texts experiment with media, design and technique to develop 
illustrations which are visually pleasing as well as demanding, provoking readers to make 
symbolic associations beyond the literal surface appearances. The third reason is one which is 
purely coincidental, and, that is, the three books deal with creatures that live beneath the 
surface – sand swimmers, rabbits and fish. I found the metaphorical association between their 
natural habitats and the nature of reading beyond the surface structure irresistible. 
 
Sand Swimmers: the secret life of Australia’s dead heart 
 
This stunningly illustrated information book cleverly explores the notion of the seen and 
unseen which coexist in the same environment. The centre of Australia was called ‘the dead 
heart’ by those white explorers who could see only the apparent lifelessness of its hot, red 
surface: ‘not a living thing to be seen, not an ant, not a cricket, or a grasshopper’. However, 
as Oliver explains, ‘some Aboriginal tribal groups’ have lived in the desert for thousands of 
years, knowing where to find creatures that hide beneath its surface and plants which yield 
nutritious desert fruits and vegetables. Oliver encourages the reader to see with new eyes, a 
lesson which the early explorers such as Sturt were unable to learn. 
 
Oliver traverses time – back and forth – as she leads the reader on a journey to discover the 
secrets of this desert land. This is a land whose appearance is deceiving, offering surprises for 
the uninitiated: ‘But, like much of the Australian desert, the salt lakes have their surprises. 
Disguised as a ripple of salt, the salt-lake ground-dragon slips from its winter hide-out 
beneath the salt crust’. The book begins in the present, the initial hand-coloured linoprint 
sprawls across the opening double page. The vivid contrasts of the expansive blue Australian 
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sky and the orange-red expanse of the central desert immediately hold the reader’s eye. The 
past is revealed in the following doublespread where the bright dual colours of the opening 
pages disappear and in their place are the soft, muted greens of the same environment during 
the middle Miocene epoch: a time when there was ‘plenty of rain’ and ‘Diprotodontids as big 
as cows roamed the forests. And dolphins played in lakes that were never dry’. Whilst the 
lushness of this period has long gone, traces of its former self can still be found today for 
those with a keen eye.  
 
Whilst the central narrative in this book is about Sturt’s unsuccessful attempt to find the 
inland sea he dreamed of discovering, there are other parallel and subterranean stories 
accompanying it. The contrasting accounts between the explorers and the desert life provide 
subtle juxtapositions between what the explorers endured, their blindness to the life of this 
alien land, and the survival and adaptability of the desert creatures and plants which thrive in 
this seemingly inhospitable environment. These contradictory viewpoints encourage the 
reader to see the ways texts are always partial, for every account offered there is another that 
is equally valid. The account of the explorers’ journey and the account of the desert life are 
both relative to one another as the impact of one is best felt in terms of the other. 
 
This book offers readers multiple ways of reading and seeing. The writing style draws on 
different language patterns and structures (vivid imagery, zoological terminology, exposition 
and narrative). In a similar way, the illustrations offer different kinds of interpretations: 
generously- sized, colourful linocuts dominate the pages while smaller ones, the size of 
postage stamps, provide close-ups of small animals and plants; sepia-toned rubbings of 
linocuts suggest both the hazy account of the past and the heat of the desert; maps track 
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Sturt’s tortuous journey. Whilst irony pervades the hapless journey of Sturt and his party, 
there is another kind of irony in that the illustrations, unlike the text’s theme of secrecy and 
the unseen, hold no secrets as Oliver has gone to great lengths to include keys to the names of 
animals which may at first seem invisible as they blend into the colour and textures of their 
environment. 
 
The rabbits 
 
Whereas illustrations of  Sand swimmers are in a representational style, Shaun Tan’s 
illustrations for The rabbits by John Marsden are surrealistic. Surrealism, as a modernist 
style, was an attempt to break away from the popular view that art needed to depict ‘reality’. 
Nodelman (1992, p. 140), however, notes that in their depictions of unrealistic situations 
surrealists often were able to make ‘the impossible seem strangely possible’.The text and 
illustrations of this allegorical tale have created a surrealistic world where past, present and 
future merge, where the ‘impossible’ has already happened. The literal surface story is 
ostensibly about the invasion of ‘rabbits’ into a strange and foreign land. However, this 
serves to make a thinly concealed account of the politics and consequences of colonisation. 
This story of imperialism needs to be read within the social and historical contexts in which it 
is situated – both past and present. 
 
The design of the book cleverly and successfully integrates the words into the illustrations so 
that the two work as one. Initially, the style of telling is languid yet ominous: ‘The rabbits 
came many grandparents ago.’ Both illustration and text signal that things are about to 
change. Goannas lie on the boulders staring out to the horizon where a distant black funnel 
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belching smoke serves as the visual omen. Whilst the illustrations are colourful, symbolic and 
varied, the text remains sparse. The simple, unadorned text serves to underscore, rather than 
detract from, the illustrations which tell elusive and multiple visual narratives.  
 
The tone of the book is sombre, detached and cold.  At the textual level, the story resembles 
an oral tale, one that has been passed down from generation to generation. The telling is 
precise, matter-of-fact, yet  its surface simplicity resonates with feelings of anger, hurt and 
grief: ‘They ate our grass. They chopped down our trees and scared away our friends...and 
stole our children’. In the illustrations, colour conveys emotions and feelings and, in some 
instances, serves an ironic function. For example, when the ‘rabbits’ arrive in their big ship it 
is painted in colours of gold and its size is enormous, signs suggestive of the wealth and 
might of the Empire. The naval officers, carrying a musket and flag, are similarly resplendent 
in grand uniforms of blue, red and black with gold braid and trims. However, the effect is one 
of hyperbole as the exaggerated size and colour of the ship and its occupants look strangely 
ridiculous and incongruous especially in relation to the two, small original inhabitants who, 
with spear in hand, stand on a nearby cliff watching the spectacle unfolding before their eyes. 
Whilst the bright, rich colours of the land and sky are dominant in the introductory 
illustrations, these soon give way to a low-colour scheme of greys and browns, symbolic of 
the havoc and destruction the invaders wreak on the land and its inhabitants.  
 
Tan’s semi-abstract shapes, organic and inorganic forms, suggest additional layers of 
symbolic meaning. The organic lines which delineate the natural environment are soon 
replaced by the inorganic shapes of the material symbols of progress and colonial power – 
factories, buildings, furnaces, machines, weapons. Lines are harsh, straight, repetitive, 
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suggestive of the drive for mass production, conformity and sameness. The impact of 
technology is a recurring and embedded element. Time is measured by multiple clocks, land 
is surveyed and assessed using mathematical formulae, machines operate on and scar the 
land, guns and other weaponry exert superior powers for destruction against the spears of the 
inhabitants. The two groups represented in this story – the colonisers and the colonised – are 
also represented in abstract forms. The colonisers or ‘rabbits’ are depicted in a strange hybrid 
form suggesting that they are a blend of both animal and human. Whilst the colonised group 
are more animal-like though an indefinable mix of different animal species – kangaroo, 
possum, and, perversely, rabbit. The penultimate illustration depicts a single member of each 
group facing each other from opposing pages. The final illustration brings the two together 
sitting under a starlit sky staring at (contemplating?) the reflection of the night sky in a pool 
of water. The text asks: ‘Who will save us from the rabbits?’. This is a rather ambiguous 
conclusion as despite the book’s postcolonial sentiments, the final question suggests that 
survival will depend on the heroics of  an, as yet unknown, ‘other’. This interpretation 
appears at odds with the image which suggests a sense of reconciliation between the two 
groups.  
 
One less fish 
 
This book, like the previous ones, can be read at different levels. It is a counting book, but 
one where the significance of the count-down from 12 to 0 goes beyond simply assisting a 
young reader with mastering a decreasing number sequence. This is a cautionary tale about 
endangered fish species. Its explicit message is conveyed through different textual and visual 
means. 
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It is a book which demands that the reader take notice. There are two kinds of pictures – 
large, colourful, eye-catching silk-screen images of the various fish, and small pen and ink 
drawings. Both are attention seekers but in different ways. The colourful images are almost 
breathtaking in their beauty, the richness of their colours, the shape and patterns of the fish 
depicted, capture a reader’s attention and hold it almost spellbound. Such is the force of the 
image. Whilst this force is necessary to draw the reader’s attention to the plight of the fish, 
whose lives are literally numbered, it also works against the book’s intent, to some extent, as 
the reader can become so seduced by the dazzling colours and forms that they may fail to see 
that one by one the fish population is declining. The pen and ink drawings, on the other hand, 
appear as delicate thumb-prints and as such are a subtle contrast to the bold extravagance of 
the colourful images. Whereas the colourful images are explicit in depicting the subject, there 
is, nevertheless, a subtlety in the removal of a fish on every other page. The pen drawings 
have no such subtlety: aeroplanes spraying pesticides, oil spilling tankers, and deadly boat 
anchors make it clear that these are the enemies which threaten the fish world.  
 
Size acts as a metaphor in this book. The opening doublespread of twelve angelfish, 
resplendent in their colours of gold and green, swim in their underwater world which is 
conveyed in blues and purples. Page by page as the fish numbers decline, the framed picture 
on the left side of the page also diminishes in size. This is not only a metaphoric reference to 
the book’s theme, but also serves as a visual interpretation of the number system. By the time 
the count-down has reached one, the left hand page shows a small framed surgeonfish (its 
partner having met its fate) while the right hand page introduces ‘one lonely lionfish’ 
swimming alone in its ocean home; the drawing of this fish is somewhat personified as it 
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looks lonely, down at the mouth and utterly miserable. When zero is reached there are no fish 
left to be seen in the full doublespread illustration of the oceanic underworld. However, 
unlike the opening doublespread illustration, this one is bereft of fish and has only minimal 
plant life. The final page is somewhat of a resurrection as all the species of fish mentioned in 
the book appear in all their colourful glory. This scene offers readers an opportunity to re-
envision their world and consider what could be, rather than the dismal reality of what is, or 
is likely to be.  
 
At the textual level, this book employs rhyming verse, exposition, and numerals. The 
rhyming verse is obviously targeted at young readers as it attributes human characteristics 
and emotions to the fish, thus, making the message even more powerful for a younger 
readership: ‘Eight weary wrasses fed by naughty Kevin. Shouldn’t feed the fish – now there 
are ....’. The reader’s guess at the missing word is confirmed when the page is turned. This 
playful cloze activity is reinforced in the accompanying illustration where the reader can 
count the number of fish to see if the illustrator had got it wrong. 
 
As in all aspects of visual culture, pictures seem to take on a life of their own, as their desires 
(in terms of what they demand of the viewer) may not simply be reducible to what their 
producers and readers project on them. In the case of this book, the pictures offer additional 
information about underwater plants, colours and shapes which is not contained in the text. It 
is this surplus that exceeds any intention that makes the aesthetic experience limitless and 
indeterminate. 
 
Conclusion 
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Reading picture books is akin to Alice’s  journey down the rabbit hole. There is a sense of 
adventure as the familiar is often rendered strange. Just when you think you have found the 
little golden key to unlock the mysteries of the text you are left to reconsider, to question, 
perhaps change your viewpoint. The act of interpreting and making meaning of a text, let 
alone one which employs both words and visuals, is not a simple, straightforward matter. The 
process is made all the more complicated with the knowledge that any academic 
interpretation needs to be strong enough to withstand the buffeting gales of opinion that 
emanate from different theoretical perspectives. Meanings do not simply reside in the words 
or illustrations waiting to be revealed by the clever reader. Like Alice was to discover as she 
travelled down the rabbit hole, things are not always as they appear on the surface. A text 
such as a picture book often has meanings which are multiple, elusive and complex. Meaning 
is not something which can be definitively determined one way or another.  
 
In one sense, the three books discussed here can be seen as instructive tales about the 
Australian environment and how history has affected, and continues to affect, its human and 
animal inhabitants. However, to read them in this narrow sense of information processing we 
are missing out on the affective impact they can have on readers These books are essentially 
aesthetic texts whereby words and visuals combine to offer readers particular kinds of 
intellectual, emotional and pleasurable experiences. In this broader sense, they illustrate how 
we can come to see things differently, to perceive human actions, history and nature through 
different lenses when we are given opportunities to reconsider and re-experience what we 
may have come to take for granted or failed to apprehend. Picture books, as vehicles of 
aesthetic experiences, require different ‘literacies’ which implicate the senses and intellect in 
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the act of reading. In the case of the examples discussed here, picture books are also 
ideological texts whose meanings can be powerfully conveyed through words and visuals 
which demand close attention. In recognising the aesthetic, political and social potential of 
picture books, teachers and students might develop a critical aesthetics necessary for 
considering  Dewey’s unrealised possibilities discussed earlier and for seeing and reading 
beneath the surface. 
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